In the United States we often use the expressesion, " there is good news and there is bad news." This is an apt expression for my topic today.
The biggest headlines about genetics were grabbed by Dolly the cloned sheep, but there's much more to the story than a wooly lamb. The real story is the discovery of the sequence called the human genomethe genetic map that tells us not only who we are, but also where we came from, and maybe even where we're headed.
Next year will bring two more major news events that are likely to put the genome and its implications back on the front pages. The final draft of the genetic sequence will be announced. 2003 marks the 50 th anniversary of the discovery of DNA by James Watson and Francis Crick. Libraries of all types must start planning now for resources and programs that will help put our libraries on the genetic map.
The topic is ideally suited to public libraries as public forums. The issues are the kinds that libraries have always been best at exploring and explaining. They pull together science and philosophy, history and fiction, and require sifting and sorting information.
As journalist Steve Olson says in Mapping Human History: Discovering the Past Through Our Genes:
"The story written in our DNA is one of great promise, not peril. Besides, it's one of the best stories you'll ever hear. It has adventure, conflict, triumph, and sex-lots of sex. It ranges from jungles to deserts to icy plains, across generations and thousands of years. It's the story of us, from our humble origins on the savannas of Africa to a position of unprecedented mastery over our own future."
My purpose here today is not only to present ideas for public library programs. But also, I would like to stimulate ideas for partnering among all different types of libraries to provide this important information to the public. Public libraries are ideal partners for any biological or health sciences library. In the United States, public libraries:
· Offer free access to ideas and information · Serve the entire community as a center for reliable information · Provide opportunity and encouragement for children, young adults, and adults to continually educate themselves · Provide an open and non-judgmental environment in which people and their interests are brought together with the universe of ideas and information. · Offer the practical information people need to improve their quality of life and to increase individual options in a complex society. · Deliver information and education in a variety of formats via materials and programming.
The North Suburban Library System (NSLS) is a consortium of over 650 academic, public, school, and special libraries in the suburbs north of Chicago, Illinois in the United States. It is one of 12 Illinois library systems funded by yearly grants from the State of Illinois. The most important responsibilities of library systems are to promote library development and facilitate resource sharing among libraries.
Agencies of the United States government have supported the mapping of the human genome for over ten years. The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) and the National Institutes of Health (NIH) have devoted 3% to 5% of their annual Human Genome Project (HGP) budgets toward studying the ethical, legal, and social issues (ELSI) surrounding availability of genetic information.
The North Suburban Library System received a grant from the Department of Energy to develop information and programming about the human genome project through public libraries. The grant included focus groups, acquisition of library materials, publishing of periodic newsletters, development of a Web site and programs for the public.
After the grant award was announced, the major local newspaper printed an editorial, entitled Sharing the Knowledge. It stated:
Library…personnel should be praised for pursuing the grant and for their vision in recognizing a library's need to become a player in this …period of explosive genetic research.
These exciting times will generate incredible scientific advances, as well as passionate discourse. It is good to know that our local libraries, repositories of the human condition, are playing a role.
Far from being too complicated or too esoteric and exotic, the libraries in the pilot project discovered that the topic has something for everyone. From secondary students in Elk Grove Village getting a visit from one of the people who works on the X-Files, a popular television program about alien life forms, to a family DNA Day in Highland Park, the project generated an enormous variety of program formats, topics, and audiences. Programs ranged from book discussions and film series to panels with medical experts, scientists, lawyers, ethicists, police detectives, linguists, philosophers-it's a topic that seems to generate debate and opinion, as much as facts and information. Presenters ranged from academics and scholars to sci-fi creators and puppets. What exactly is the human genome and what does it mean for ordinary people? The genome-basically, the genetic material that makes a sheep a sheep and a human a human, so to speak-is a hot topic. Dolly was just the first of the headlines. Since then, there's been a steady stream of new discoveries, controversies, and revelations.
Since the announcement in June 2000 that the mapping of the genome was essentially complete, and something that had previously been mostly in the hands of scientists and laboratories was suddenly available for public consumption. Daily newspapers carried pages and pages of coverage and the news was widely compared to the landing of man on the moon. At the time, major issues of popular magazines pledged to devote entire upcoming issues to the topic. [Nature, Feb 15, 2001 and Science, Feb. 16, 2001 , both accessible online: www.nature.com, www.sciencemag.com]
Several sites offer good background information for a range of audiences, from professionals on down to children. Some of these will take some searching to get just the information you want, but they're all worth a look. Look at the NSLS Genome Took Kit for the most up to date sites.
For an overview of the NSLS project, visit www.nsls.info/genome. The site offers background on the project, as well as four issues of an informative newsletter with articles, program listings at participating libraries, and annotated bibliographic information on books and films for collections and discussion series.
The participating libraries had to find the focus in each of their communities. This a vast subject, with almost as many subtopics as the number of genes in a typical genome (30,000 to 40,000, in case you were wondering.) One of your first tasks will be to narrow the topic down to areas that interest your patrons. The libraries in the NSLS pilot project used focus groups made up of selected patrons and partners to explore the topic.
As one of the participating librarians summed it up, "Find out what they want to know. Then get them what they need."
Twelve focus groups were held in the participating libraries. A group of library patrons were asked about their knowledge, feelings, hopes and fears about the human genome project.
Key issues that came up in every group: · Moral and ethical implications of the Human Genome Project, · Privacy of genetic information and the possible loss of insurance or employment, · Using genetic information to "design" future generations, · Ownership of the information and therapies derived from the project.
Some of the many questions asked by focus groups participants included: Types and kinds of topics relating to the HGP mentioned by the focus groups included: · Knowing more about the science underpinning the genome project · Privacy of genetic information, including implications for insurance or employment if someone knows your genetic predisposition · Using genetic information to "design" future generations · Who "owns" the genetic code and issues of private vs. government research · Prospects for medical advancement People will typically focus on the specific causes and concerns that apply to them. The job of the librarian is not only to listen, but also to translate these interests into programs that will have broad appeal. Most of the same techniques and principles that apply to library programming in general will still apply here.
While each participating library in the pilot project presented programs that were unique to their communities, some general trends and tips can be distilled from their collective experience:
· Involving a group of libraries-a system, a cooperative or service area, even a statewide project-can lead to sharing of resources and strengthen the overall effort. · The fact that the Human Genome Project is in the news and likely to be back on the front pages in 2003 can help with publicity and coverage in the local media. Make sure your local newspaper knows your schedule of events so they can tie-in to hard news stories as they develop · This is a serious issue, and it will take effort to build audiences. Partners such as senior centers or religious groups that provide "captive" audiences can be a real asset, as can media partners that help get out the word. · A series of programs is a good approach to both build audience interest over time and allows you to tap into the many different facets of the topic. · Getting off to a good, strong start will help immensely in sustaining momentum among library staff, audience and potential audience members, and the community at large. · A creative approach to finding speakers can pay big dividends. Two of the most interesting programs resulted from recommendations from local science teachers that led to prominent and fascinating national speakers. · Decide whether you're aiming for breadth or depth with certain programs. For example, programs that target specific genetic conditions-such as testing for predispositions to cancer or hereditary tendencies in racial groups-are much more likely to draw small audiences with a strong interest in the topic than general audiences. On the other hand, broad topics like DNA can be developed into programs for the whole family. · Less might be more. Too many programs on too many topics with too many speakers can lead to too few people in the audience. You don't need to cover all the bases with this first seriesexplore a segment of the topic with a targeted audience, and if there's interest, add more programs to your next calendar of events. · The topic is a natural for mixing seniors and young adults, often to good effect. The young adults are much more comfortable with the science, and the seniors often have a strong health interest. Libraries that drew these two groups to the same programs were surprised and pleased with how well the two combined.
· Support from the library administration is key. Not only will they understand the amount of time this type of programming takes, but also they can help facilitate partnerships with other organizations at the decision-making level.
Resources
Once you've got the basics in place, the single most important ingredient in programming of this type is developing a resource base to draw on for speakers, topics, information, and audiences. Local partners are a key ingredient in this mix, but there are lots of other things to stir in.
Local Partners
All of the libraries in the NSLS pilot project developed strong local partners. Examples of partners and their roles include:
· High schools and youth groups provided not only access to teens, but also the expertise of high school science teachers. Libraries reported generally increased library usage by students not only during the project, but subsequently. · Senior centers are logical partners for many library programs, as they offer a built-in audience with flexible schedules and free time. In the case of genetic programming, they would seem most likely to be interested in programs that focus on medical benefits, but don't underestimate the breadth of their interest. They can prove to be excellent audiences for film series and book discussions on the larger ethical and social questions involved.
· Hospitals and health care agencies can provide information and speakers, and promote programs to their clientele. · Universities are excellent sources for speakers who can explore the dimensions of the topic beyond the purely medical or scientific. Philosophical, legal, and historical approaches, as well as literary and artistic aspects, can lead to a much more varied programming approach. · Membership groups, such as Rotary Clubs or Chambers of Commerce, are valuable assets in engaging the broader community. · Religious or faith-based groups may have specific interests in the topic, but also offer access to community members and meeting space.
National Sources
The major issues that relate to the topic-science, health, law, history, philosophy-all have national and international organizations that can be helpful in providing information, and possibly speakers. Here's a partial listing to help you get started, but one of your best routes to these organizations may be through local contacts that happen to be members or attend national conferences, etc. The High School Human Genome Program at the University of Washington (www.hshgp.genome.washington.edu) provides professional development in the field of DNA sequencing and genomics for high school teachers, primarily in the Seattle area. But through their website and a summer institute, they also offer virtual resources for developing DNA sequencing units for classrooms in their communities.
This website-www.biology.arizona.edu/--is recommended by high school science teachers who worked with the NSLS Human Genome Project libraries as one with good interactives on DNA and other human genetics topics.
Speaker Referrals
Finding the best speakers is a combination of resources, research, luck, and geography. The NSLS libraries often found the best speakers through recommendations from their partners. For example, high school and college-level science teachers can sometimes suggest a dynamic speaker they heard at a professional meeting or conference, or a local doctor or professor may know of a colleague who is an expert in the field.
Local speakers are often the best choice, not only because of cost, but also because their connections and commitment to the community may enhance their effectiveness. But don't limit yourself exclusively to local presenters. If you present a series of programs, you may find that a nationally known speaker or author is a great way to draw attention and end up with bigger audiences for all your programs. Company, 2002 . Tracing the beginnings of mankind as explained by the mapping of the human genome, this sweeping panorama of the globe offers a basis for discussing both our commonality and variety as humans.
Collections

Sample Programs
While the libraries in the pilot project planned and presented their own programs, NSLS cosponsored a kickoff event for all the libraries in the system. "What Does the Human Genome Project Mean for You and Your Family" was a panel discussion moderated by Chicago Public Radio host Mara Tapp and featuring a mix of legal, medical, and scientific voices on the ethical, social, and legal implications on the project. The program was held on a weekday evening at the North Shore Center for the Performing Arts in Skokie and drew an audience of 350 people.
Other system-wide resources included speaker referrals, a website, and regularly published newsletters, all available at the project website, www.nsls.info/genome.
Family Programs
Highland Park Public Library hosted a Sunday afternoon "DNA DAY" for families with children ages 5 and up featuring science stations to explore the mysteries of DNA, genes, the Human Genome Project, Several libraries offered a program titled "Solving Crimes with DNA," presented by Ron Fridell, author of Solving Crimes: Pioneers of Forensic Science.
Youth Programs
The Elk Grove Village Public Library partnered with Elk Grove High School to present two programs with Dr. Anne Simon, science advisor to the television series, The X-Files. Librarian Lisa Malinowski and science teacher Deb Conners were brainstorming ideas when Conners mentioned a book written by Simon that one of her students had read and raved about. Malinowski contacted the author, who agreed to present programs both at the high school and at the library on "The Real Science Behind The X-Files."
The students also participated in a creative writing contest, submitting fiction and poetry.
In general, Conners suggests that programs that emphasize nontraditional subjects and "real" experiences will appeal to high school students. "I teach a crime science class that's very popular," Conners says, "but not every high school has classes like this. If libraries bring in things like local law enforcement agencies that work with science and crime, I think kids would come." Another idea from Conners is to develop a summer school class on the chapters from the X-Files book.
Film Series
Northbrook Public Library presented a film and discussion series, "Genetics in Cinema" with films including:
Gattaca Island of Lost Souls Twilight of the Gods Jurassic Park
Tools: Planning Checklist As you start to plan a library series on this or any topic, you'll find that programs with clear goals are the easiest ones to produce. At the same time, programs with goals that serve various aspects of the library's mission-for example, ones that cross several departments, capitalize on assets in your community, and are timed to coincide with other themes or projects-will be popular and easier to promote. Finding strong connections between related goals will build the most successful programs. Provide a forum for discussion in the community? How will the library benefit? How will you be able to continue/maintain the programs? Tools: Partnership Checklist Libraries in the pilot project reported varying degrees of satisfaction with individual partnerships, but all agreed that the best partnerships produced the best programs.
Make a list of organizations that · share the same goals as the project · bring something to the project that you don't have · want to reach your project audience · might benefit from the project Get ideas from other library staff for possible partner organizations-consider businesses, as well as nonprofit groups and individuals.
The following outline can help both you and the partner understand the relationship: · Briefly brainstorm the answers to these two questions to focus your thinking about the roles of the library and partner: · What strengths does the library bring to the project? · What strengths does the partner bring to the project?
· Discuss and list possible responsibilities/tasks for the library and partner: · What are the primary responsibilities of the library in the project? · What are the primary responsibilities of the partner in the project?
· Consider how activities will be divided: · Which responsibilities are shared? · How will these be coordinated?
· Create a "job description" for each agency (the library and each partner) that can serve as a sort of "operating agreement" between the organizations.
The Future?
The future for the genome project and its impact on all of us on the planet is breathtaking. As libraries we can partner with each other and provide the information that all people need to understand the basic concepts, find resources and make decisions.
The toolkit we put together is just a beginning. I hope that this site can become an international site with examples of resources, ideas and library services provided by library institutions all over the world. Please send your information to me and we can create a more useful site for all of us.
